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The Lapalala Wilderness vision is to leave an 
Exceptional Conservation Legacy. The Lapalala 
Wilderness conservation model is based on an 
ecotourism approach. Ecotourism is defined as 
“responsible travel to natural areas that conserve 
the environment and improve the well-being of local 
people” [The International Ecotourism Society (TIES)]. 
A key element of ecotourism is that the outcome of 
our collective efforts should improve the well-being 
of local people. Our model is first and foremost 
founded on the conservation of the biodiversity 
of Lapalala, while reserve operations, commercial 
lodges and custodians all contribute to what is 
termed the “wildlife or biodiversity economy”.
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AN UPDATE ON THE BIODIVERSITY ECONOMY PROJECT 
By Glenn Phillips

Over the past 18 months, with the support of the 
Motswiri Development Agency and the Oppenheimer 
Generations Foundation and other stakeholders, the 
Lapalala Wilderness Foundation has established an 
inclusive biodiversity economy strategy for Lapalala 
Wilderness. The development of this strategy serves 
to describe the various aspects of our work, as 
contained in the reserve management plan that will 
ultimately deliver on the vision, and that in some way 
contributes to this economy. 

We followed the theory of change model in the development of the inclusive biodiversity economy strategy for 
Lapalala Wilderness. This enabled us to identify opportunities for community beneficiation and is based on an 
agreed evaluation model, to evaluate and prioritise those opportunities in a consistent and structured manner.

The outcome of the process produced a biodiversity 
value chain and, once each identified activity within 
this value chain had been evaluated, a list of prioritised 
programmes and/or projects was produced.

The priority list was presented to the board of 
directors for input and approval. Of the projects 
approved for implementation, the first two are:

Also approved were four potential community 
business opportunities, related to food security, as 
well as reserve support opportunities that will now 
go through a feasibility study to determine viability 
and external funding opportunities.

1. The conducting of a socio-economic 
baseline study of the three identified 
communities.  

2. The development and implementation 
of a community communication and 
governance support programme. 



The site of the new Lapalala Wilderness School is a hive of activity.

Construction is well under way with approximately 65% of the build completed. The roofs and bulk services  
are currently being installed under the capable supervision of the team from Mike Buyskes Construction.  
The rammed earth walls are complete and form the gable end walls to each of the main buildings in the  
central hub. This area includes the new interpretation centre, library, dining facilities, administration block  
and dormitories. A high-yielding borehole is supplying near spring quality water to the new facility, whilst  
an environmentally-friendly waste treatment plant from Calcamite will ensure that all on-site waste is treated  
in a way that exceeds regulation standards.

It has been extremely rewarding to be a part of this process that has spanned the past couple of years.
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The scale of the project remains sensitive to 
its surroundings yet retains an institutional 
feel that reflects the educational nature of the 
school’s programme.

CONSTRUCTION OF NEW 
LAPALALA WILDERNESS 
SCHOOL NEARS COMPLETION 
By Mashudu Makhokha

Q4 2021

It has become a Christmas tradition for Lapalala 
to provide its staff with a hamper full of edible 
goodies in December. Each bag consists of 22 
items, carefully chosen by the staff themselves:
 

2 x 2kg Tastic rice, 2 x 2kg sugar, 2 x 2.5kg 
flour, 2 x 2L Excella cooking oil, 3 x Bull  
brand bully beef, 3 x Lucky Star tin fish,  
3 x Koo baked beans, 1kg Cremora fresh,  
1 pack rooibos tea, 1 bag of yeast, 1 All Gold 
tomato sauce and 1 Nola mayonnaise. 

The hampers ensure that all our households are 
able to prepare a tasty, home-cooked Christmas 
meal during the holidays. The supply of groceries 
also means that our staff can relax and enjoy 
their break without the need for time-consuming 
shopping trips during the busy December period.

CHRISTMAS HAMPERS 
FOR STAFF  By Jane Mafofo



The Lapalala staff braai was organised around the theme of World Rhino Day and presented a great opportunity 
for us to watch a screening of the gripping movie, Stroop: Journey into the Rhino Horn War.

Released in 2018, this award-winning film takes viewers on an emotional roller coaster as they discover the 
harsh reality of the rhino poaching crisis. Although our staff are well aware of rhino poaching, the movie was an 
eye-opening experience for our team who watched in disbelief, anger and pain. Faced with the details, severity 
and implications of rhino poaching, they were left with an even greater resolve to protect ‘our rhino’ at Lapalala.

Thank you to Reletile Mokomane, our assistant biodiversity manager, for this valuable and educational initiative, 
and the kitchen team for another delicious meal.
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STAFF BRAAI HIGHLIGHTS 
WORLD RHINO DAY 
By Annemieke Müller

Our staff viewed the eye-opening movie, 
Stroop: Journey into the Rhino Horn War,  
at our COVID-conscious outdoor cinema.

The Lapalala Wilderness Foundation is looking forward 
to seeing the benefits of new accounting software,  
IQ Retail.

The fully integrated system handles all aspects of the 
Foundation’s finances, on site. The admin department 
is currently getting to grips with the programme. Even 
though there is still some trial and error – and plenty to 
learn – the team has managed to pull reports that are 
packed with valuable information. The software also 
coaches users to improve their admin structures and 
compile proper standard operating procedures. This 
will ensure that we have a seamless finance system, 
optimised for all parties.

We are excited to see further progress in implementing 
the programme and to expand on this innovative step 
for the Lapalala administration department.

NEW SOFTWARE 
SOLUTION FOR OUR 
ADMINISTRATION 
DEPARTMENT   
By Bonnita van Eeden



The installation of artificial intelligence (AI) cameras has 
been completed at the Lapalala Wilderness access gates.

The cameras are linked to a network of over 10 000 
cameras in our area. They employ specialised software 
that is able to compare and identify vehicles from a 
national database. This means that the Lapalala ops 
room is able to track vehicles throughout the country.

In addition to vehicles, there are also human 
recognition cameras that alert the ops room to human 
activity at the gates and other undisclosed locations on 
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CAMERAS MONITOR 
ACCESS TO LAPALALA 
WILDERNESS   
By JP Viljoen

Q4 2021

the reserve. All footage is archived for future reference, 
if needed. This system complements our access control 
scanning system, and allows security to record and 
verify the vehicles that enter or exit the reserve.

The technology also helps our local law enforcement 
to combat crime across a wider area. The ops room 
has already collaborated with law enforcement to 
effect multiple arrests for crimes across the greater 
Waterberg region. Lapalala Wilderness is looking to 
partner with WSI to install more cameras in the area.

Various technologies have been deployed at the access gates 
to Lapalala Wilderness to monitor both human and vehicle 
activity at these points.

Seb Dupray has arrived at Lapalala for the field 
component of his PhD studies at the Centre for 
African Conservation Ecology, Nelson Mandela 
University.

Seb will collect data over the next two years as 
part of Lapalala’s predator research programme. 
His research will focus on the effects of ungulate 
species and their predators on resource use. He 
will study ‘bottom-up driver’ effects of this system 
(collecting data on soil nutrient, rainfall and habitat) 
and ‘top-down driver’ effects (including predator 
resource use and kill selection). We wish Seb much 
success with his research and look forward to 
having him on board.

PHD STUDENT JOINS 
LAPALALA PREDATOR 
RESEARCH PROGRAMME  
By Annemieke Müller

Seb Dupray has previously completed a Master’s 
degree in Biodiversity, Ecology and Evolution from the 
Université de Paris Saclay, France.



The year 2020 will go down in history due to the global 
pandemic of COVID-19. At Lapalala, however, wild dogs 
featured much more prominently.

While the rest of the world was locked down, an 
obstinate pack of African wild dog refused to stay put 
on the reserve! This group of animals – Africa’s second 
most endangered large predator – has an enigmatic 
history. The alpha pair was first noticed in 2018 in 
the Vrymansrust area of the Waterberg, about 40 km 
south of Lapalala. The Endangered Wildlife Trust (EWT) 
monitored the pair and worked with local landowners 
to mitigate potential conflict. Two years later the 
Vrymansrust pack, as it was first known, had grown 
from two to ten individuals thanks to two successful 
denning seasons. The increase in numbers demanded 
an increase in prey and, unfortunately, the pack started 
to view the local cattle as an easy source of meat.

Naturally, the local farmers did not take kindly to 
their valuable livestock being picked off by wild dog. 
By March 2020, tensions had reached boiling point 
and the dogs were destined to be destroyed by the 
farmers if they were not relocated to a safer part of 
the Waterberg. Lapalala was the natural choice. The 
capture team spent a challenging few days ferrying 
sleeping dogs around in a helicopter, until all ten 
animals were relocated to our predator boma.

Seven months later, the pack numbered 21 members 
after the alpha female had denned in the boma and 
managed to raise 11 pups. It was time to release the 
dogs – now affectionately known as the Lapalala pack 
– onto the reserve. The pups were old enough to roam 
with the pack and we were hopeful that the time in 
the boma had ‘taught’ the adults to know and respect 
electrified fences. We were wrong!
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EPILOGUE: A TALE OF 
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By Hermann Müller
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The relocation of African wild dog to Gorongosa National Park 
in Mozambique took place by air, and included two  
females from the Lapalala pack. They are seen here with  
Cole Du Plessis, coordinator of the Wild Dog Expansion Project.

Within 48 hours of their much-anticipated release, 
the dogs had gone through the boundary fence and 
left the safe refuge of Lapalala. The pack was quickly 
herded back onto the reserve by helicopter, only to 
break out again. This sequence of events played itself 
out regularly over the weeks that followed, much to 
the discontent of our neighbours. The pack was clearly 
not going to be confined to Lapalala, so it was decided 
to return the dogs to the predator bomas.

Despite considerable time and effort, it was not viable 
for the wild dog to remain in the Waterberg at risk of 
constant conflict with livestock farmers. In consultation 
with the EWT and the Wild Dog Advisory Group, we 
decided to relocate the animals to areas where they 
could contribute to the long-term survival of their 
species. Currently, the pack has been included in four 
relocations, two of which have been to large, unfenced 
conservation areas abroad. 

The Lapalala wild dog pack at Kolobe Camp, feeding on their 
first kill after their release from the predator boma.

... continued on the next page



Two females were relocated to Gorongosa National 
Park in Mozambique where they have paired with 
unrelated males and have already denned successfully. 

Eight males were relocated to Liuwa Plains National 
Park in western Zambia where they were paired with 
females from nearby Kafue National Park. This move 
aims to re-establish wild dogs in a landscape where 
the species had gone locally extinct in 2013.
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Since 2018, a dedicated team of six people has been 
building gabion structures in dongas and gullies on 
the reserve. Their work contributes towards Lapalala’s 
aim to address erosion and rehabilitate the landscape.

First, the team digs a trench perpendicular to the 
donga and the geotextile, Bidim, is laid into the 
trench. The trench is then fitted with boxes made 
from galvanized, welded mesh wire which are tightly 
packed with rocks before being closed up. The entire 
structure is designed to provide a permanent, long-
term solution to halt further erosion and trap the silt 
that is moved by water run-off. Over time, the gabions 
help to stabilise the soil which enables vegetation to 
grow within and around the donga and structure.

GABIONS HELP TO CONTROL EROSION By Reletile Mokomane

The construction of gabions helps to stabilise soils and 
encourages the growth of vegetation around the site.

The elusive male lion, LM3, has been fitted with a 
satellite tracking collar which will help us understand 
his movement patterns and behavioural traits.

The predator research team had long given up hope  
of finding this young male lion alive after his mother 
was killed in February 2021. He survived all odds, 
however, and his sighting took the team by surprise 
during an aerial patrol in July last year.

Due to his secretive nature, we have had very few 
sightings since then, so we decided to fit a tracking 
collar made by Africa Wildlife Tracking and kindly 
sponsored by Lepogo Lodges. After a few weeks of 
searching for his fresh location, the veterinary team 
saw an opportunity to dart him on a bait and fit the 
newly purchased collar. This will give us valuable data 
to help us understand more about this intriguing lion.

ON THE LOOKOUT FOR 
A MYSTERIOUS BIG CAT
By Annemieke Müller

Staff of Lepogo Lodges were treated to a hands-on 
experience during the capture of sub-adult lion LM3. 
They helped the veterinary team with the placement 
of the satellite collar.

The remaining two groups, five males and five 
females respectively, are currently in temporary 
holding facilities in northern Kwazulu-Natal. Their 
planned release onto Hluhluwe-Imfolozi and Mkhuze 
game reserves has been delayed due to unforeseen 
circumstances and concerns. However, we are 
confident that a suitable release site will become 
available soon and that they, too, will safely roam in 
the wild as their species has done for millennia.



While 2021 might have come to an end, there were plenty of new beginnings on Lapalala. The reserve is full of 
tiny hoof and paw tracks with lambs, piglets, calves and cubs in abundance. Yes, you read correctly: ‘cubs’ in its 
plural form! 

BABIES EVERYWHERE! 
CELEBRATING YEAR-END 
WITH NEW BEGINNINGS 
By Wihan Pretorius

The previous litters of LF3 and LF5 have officially 
dispersed from the pride and have been roaming as a 
group of sub-adults. We managed to collar the female 
on a bait, and can now follow their movements. They 
are doing well and have even been seen chasing a 
buffalo herd. We are pleased to see that our buffalo 
are becoming more ‘lion savvy’ and, in this instance, 
they had the upper hand. 

The two male lions, LM1 and LM2, continue to fight for 
dominance, resulting in both of them suffering more 
minor injuries. At other times, however, they are seen 
resting and even feeding together. It will be interesting 
to see how this complex ‘war and peace’ relationship 
plays itself out.
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November saw the arrival of a female cub to cheetah CF3.  
She is pictured here resting against her mother in the shade,  
and appears to be doing well and growing fast.

Our other adult female cheetah, CF4 (pictured above, on 
the right), has successfully raised her female cub, CF5 
(left), and we expect the sub-adult to leave her mother 
soon. They were photographed after feeding on an impala 
at Lion Camp. CF4 has been spending time with one of 
our male cheetah coalitions, so we might even see a new 
cheetah litter on the reserve within the next few months.
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Two of our lionesses (LF3 and LF5) have also denned, with 
the new additions taking our lion tally up to 18 individuals. 
The fluffy cubs are still very young and both lionesses are 
careful to hide them most of the time. A few of us have 
been lucky enough to catch a rare glimpse and take some 
nice photographs, like this one of lioness LF3 with her four 
cubs exploring their mother’s fresh kill at Roan Plains.

Marilize Greyling took this photograph of LF5 with her two 
healthy cubs near the main road in Mamaupe.



LELE RESEARCH TEAM 
ARRIVES AT LAPALALA 
By Annemieke Müller
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The current LELE research team has already mapped 39,628 trees 
during their visit; an average of 825 trees and shrubs per hectare.
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Lapalala is delighted to be hosting a research team from the Karlsruher Institut für Technologie (KIT), one of the 
main collaborators on the Lapalala Elephant Landscape Experiment (LELE).

Five enthusiastic vegetation ecology students have already spent a busy few months in the elephant exclosures. 
Manuel Popp, Lisa Spoden, Lukas Lindenthal, Timo Jaeger and Laura Obrecht are gathering more baseline data, 
building on our knowledge of the plot dynamics and recording visitation by animals in the control blocks. They will 
be with us until the end of February.

Lapalala is pleased to welcome two students from  
the University of Venda.

Honours student, Ntsepa Thato Maubane and  
MSc student, Hazel Shirinda will be conducting 
research projects on landscape rehabilitation.  

UNIVEN STUDENTS TO INVESTIGATE LANDSCAPE 
REHABILITATION AT LAPALALA  By Annemieke Müller

Ntsepa Thato Maubane 
surveys her transects 
for encroaching bushes.

Former farm land – such as that found in some 
areas on Lapalala – often carries the scars of those 
activities. Landscape rehabilitation can take many 
years of dedicated effort.

Ntsepa recently started her fieldwork component 
to study the effectiveness of woody encroachment 
mitigation measures on the reserve. For her studies, 
Ntsepa first identified the dominant encroaching 
species on Lapalala and investigated the current 
mitigation measures. She then continued with the 
collection of samples to compare the effects of the 
different measures.

At the same time, MSc student, Hazel Shirinda has 
been visiting the reserve to set up her experimental 
design. She will assess the potential of biochar as a 
tool to restore degraded land.

Both projects fall under the Ecology and Resource 
Management Department of the University of Venda 
and we look forward to seeing the first results of 
their work.Hazel Shirinda sows her 

experimental plots.



The sheer size of the road network can be tricky to 
navigate, especially for new reserve stakeholders. To 
improve the experience of reserve users and simplify 
navigation, the active reserve roads have been re-
mapped, named and classified into four active classes: 

1) Primary roads, 
2) Secondary roads, 
3) Tertiary roads and 
4) Eco 4x4 roads.

We have taken care to preserve as many historically 
given names as possible, by consulting with veteran 
reserve personnel such as reserve rangers and long-
serving staff. The process also makes provision for 
custodians to name two roads on their property. The 
mapping project is currently expanding into the newly 
acquired properties north of the main reserve.

It was a case of ‘out with the old and in with the new’ as Lapalala added a new Land Cruiser and four brand new 
Toyota Hilux vehicles to its fleet.

The vehicles replace an ageing fleet that had begun to incur regular, costly and unexpected repairs as well as the 
inconvenience of down time. The new fleet will free up this maintenance expense – and have a positive impact on 
fuel usage – so that funds can be better spent on other aspects of the operations budget. We are still in the process 
of phasing out all the older vehicles as part of this money saving strategy.

The vehicles were purchased from Waterberg Toyota, Modimolle, who were a great help in meeting our unique 
requirements for the reserve. We sincerely thank all parties involved in this step to help improve the reserve’s 
operations management.
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BRAND NEW 
ADDITIONS TO OUR 
FLEET OF VEHICLES 
By Christiaan van Eeden
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The Lapalala fleet now boasts a new Land Cruiser and four 
brand new Toyota Hilux vehicles.

ROAD MAP STARTING TO TAKE SHAPE   
By Peter Mashaba

Lapalala Wilderness is using open-source software called 
QGIS to map the extensive road network on the reserve.

Lapalala Wilderness is traversed by a network of roads that measure a total distance of 656 km. This 
reflects its size as the largest privately owned nature reserve in the Waterberg and, in fact, the largest in 
Limpopo. The roads dip down valleys and onto plateaus across rugged mountainous terrain.



Tintswalo Lapalala welcomes guests from all corners… 
unless the visitor happens to be of the potentially 
deadly kind!

There has been substantial improvement to a 
number of roads on the reserve over the past few 
months. While we continue to repair roads that were 
damaged during last season’s flooding, we have also 
turned our focus to preventative measures that will 
help us manage the current rain season.

An outsourced civils contractor, Mainpro, was 
commissioned to repair and upgrade haulage capacity 
and productivity on the Noka Camp access roads, 
Annabel’s access roads and Tholo Valley roads.
 
Improved drainage on the Tholo Valley roads should 
reduce future storm-water damage.  

Our own plant team concentrated on maintenance 
work on the Impala Road near Mohlatsi and the main 
western access road from the Tintswalo detour road 
to the Equus area.
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BEFORE / AFTER

This map highlights the extent of repaired roads  
(a total distance of 25 km in yellow lines) and graded 
roads (a total distance of 8.2 km in blue lines).

The benefits of construction work 
on the Noka Camp access road.

Repairs to the Tholo Valley Road 
following severe flood damage.

ROAD REPAIRS AND 
UPGRADES By Cobus Greyling

LARGE BLACK MAMBA REMOVED FROM 
TINTSWALO By Dave Jacobs Daniel Bott and Dave Jacobs were alerted to one such 

visitor when they spotted the skin of a large snake in 
the sickle bush outside the office. They measured it 
at a whopping 2.07 metres long. The team was fairly 
confident it was a Dendroaspis polylepis (black mamba); 
a suspicion that was confirmed a few days later  
when Daniel spotted the snake in the canopy of  
the same tree.

He called for back-up and Dave arrived with snake 
tongs, a large cooler box and an air of nervous 
anticipation as an audience began to gather a safe 
distance away. After quite a struggle to reach the 
snake, the team seized their chance as it made its way 
towards the roof of an adjacent building. It was caught 
and dispatched into the cooler box before being safely 
released at Roan Pan, a comfortable 9 km away from 
the lodge.

Black mambas play an important role in the 
environment, but this snake posed a potential danger 
to guests along a high traffic pathway. We decided that 
it was safer to remove the snake from the area with a 
final word of warning… unless you are trained in snake 
handling, please do not attempt to catch and release 
dangerous snakes. Always call in a professional.

Dave Jacobs holds up the 2.07 metre long skin which alerted 
the team to a black mamba in the vicinity of the lodge.



The morning routine at Noka Camp includes a walk 
around the lodge to look for the fresh tracks of our 
night-time visitors. Imagine our surprise to see lion 
tracks one morning! The tracks went through our 
staff accommodation and all the way past our family 
villa. This area down to the river is clearly a popular 
pathway for wildlife. During one particular week, 
we were fascinated to find fresh tracks of elephant, 
buffalo, hippo, cheetah, giraffe, impala, kudu, zebra, 
klipspringer, porcupine, jackal, brown hyena and genet.

It is always intriguing to follow animal tracks. But it is 
even more exciting to see the animal itself, especially 
when that animal is a megaherbivore that lumbers 
its way through the grounds of the lodge. Elephant 
are regularly spotted across the river from the lodge, 
but they occasionally venture a little closer. An adult 
elephant’s foot generally measures 40-50 cm in length. 
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The footprints of a porcupine are very distinctive. 
Porcupines have five-toed feet, but the first toe on each 
forefoot is reduced to a small, clawless stump that does 
not leave a mark. The tracks of the forefeet show four 
toes, while the hind feet leave a print with five toes.

TRACKS ALL AROUND 
NOKA CAMP 
By Tania Weitsz

Q4 2021

We followed these hippo tracks from the main road all 
along our upgraded access road before they passed the 
family villa on the way down to the river. It is especially 
rewarding to search for tracks in the early morning 
following a good night’s rain.

www.lapalala.com  |  +27 (0) 78 772 7449  |  office@lapalala.com

Porcupine tracks are regularly spotted around the 
lodge. It is a highlight for our guests to see our resident 
porcupine when he is around.

Its footprint can help us to estimate the age of the 
animal – in certain habitats, younger adult elephants 
leave a more defined footprint with lots of cracks and 
ridges, while the footprints of older elephants have 
smoother ridges and well-worn heels.

Our guests love to experience the ancient art of 
tracking as they follow the well-worn animal paths 
around the lodge.
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